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Introduction

Are you a member of a school reform team? A teacher committed to improving student
learning in your school? A parent interested in supporting reform efforts in your local
~community? A business person wondering how your resources can best help your
community’s schools? This collection of selected readings was chosen with each of you in
mind. It provides practical research-based resources for those engaged in comprehensive
school reform—whoever you are and at whatever phase in the process you might be.

Background ,

The readings supplement information provided by a group of principals, teachers, and
researchers who participated in the U.S. Department of Education’s National Satellite
Teleconference, Students at the Center. Each of these outstanding practitioners is
engaged, in their own way, in comprehensive school reform at their schools located
throughout the country. Broadcast on March 24, 1998, the teleconference acquainted
viewers with key findings from research and practice on planning, implementing, and
sustaining comprehensive school reform.

Comprehensive school reform integrates, in a coherent manner:

e effective research-based methods and strategies for student learning and instruction;
high-quality and continuous teacher and staff professional development;

measurable goals for student achievement;

support within the school by faculty, administrators, and staff, and

parental and community involvement.

At the center of all reform efforts is the improvement of student learning—for all students.

Focus
The readings are organized around the critical aspects of reform: improving student
learning as the key, creating a learning community of professionals, and engaging families
and communities. The readings help answer questions such as:

How do we develop a school improvement plan?

How do we focus our efforts on instruction?

What kind of new leadership is needed in the schools?

In what ways can we use data to drive school improvement?

What are professional learning communities?

What do schools with effective learning communities look like?

How do we involve parents and the community in students’ learning?

Each of the pieces was either commissioned by the Office of Educational Research and
Improvement at the US Department of Education or produced by one of its contractors or
grantees. At the end of each of the sections are self-study questions for use in your
school.
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Challenge
Today’s schools face multiple challenges. But none is more important then improving

student learning for all our students in all our schools at every grade level in every school
district. You have begun this most important work. We in the US Department of
Education applaud your efforts and encourage your continued commitment to this
important goal. For when educators, families, and communities all work together, schools
get better and students get the high quality education they need to lead productive lives.
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Descriptions of Selected Readings

Overview of School Reform

This section provides a succinct introduction to the steps that will allow your school to develop a carefully
thought out and comprehensive plan for improvement. It also describes considerations when
implementing your plan and monitoring the succéss of changes that are made to improve student learning.

o Focus on School Improvement: A Planning Guide, Far West Laboratory for
Educational Research and Development (currently WestEd), San Francisco,
CA, 1995. (Excerpts)

Student Learning as the Goal of School Reform: Planning for Reform,
Implementing Change, Sustaining Change

The three articles in this section review recent research on issues central to school reform. The Wilson
and Peterson paper discusses new beliefs about how students learn, along with implications that this
research has for teachers. This article would be an excellent stimulus when reviewing current
instructional practices with teachers. Bolman and Deal’s paper highlights both pragmatic and visionary
issues related to shared leadership for school reform. It is highly recommended for principals and site
councils who struggle to develop leadership capacity. The Johnson article emphasized the importance of
student data for decision making in school reform. It should help schools revisit their practices for data
collection, analysis and use of information.

o Blue Ribbon Panel Working Paper—Theories of Learning and Teaching: What
Do They Mean for Educators? By Suzanne Wilson and Penelope Peterson.
(Excerpts)

e Blue Ribbon Working Paper—Leadership and Organizational Vitality, by Lee
Bolman and Terrence Deal. (Excerpts)

e “Data Driven School Improvement” by James Johnson, ERIC Digest, Number
109, January 1997.

Professional Learning Communities within Schools

The three articles in this section provide supplemental information to raise staff awareness about the
importance of professional learning communities (PLC). The first two papers provide explanatory
information about this concept. The Hord article explains the characteristics of these communities and
summarizes the research findings and the Lockwood article describes how teachers’ and principals’ roles
change when these communities form. The Lockwood paper also includes an instrument that staff can use
to rate their own progress toward becoming a PLC. Little’s paper portrays the structural changes and the
professional development overhaul that schools will need to create and support professional learning
communities.

e  Professional Learning Communities: What Are They and Why Are They
Important? By Shirley Hord, Issues about Change: Volume 6, #1, Newsletter
from the Southwest Educational Development Laboratory, Austin, Texas.



e “Constructing Communities of Cooperation” by Anne Lockwood, New
Leaders for Urban Schools, Newsletter from the North Central Regional
Educational Laboratory, Oak Brook, Illinois. Volume 1, Fall 1995.

e Blue Ribbon Panel Working Paper—Excellence in Professional Development
and Professional Community by Judith Warren Little. (Excerpts)

Engaging Families and Communities

In this section, you will find background information about ways to involve families and communities in
school reform work. The Sanders paper provides a succinct description of six types of parental
involvement, while the Owens and Wang synthesis describes strategies for engaging students in the local
community. The Fruchter, Galletta and White article adds another dimension by fleshing out the role that
parents can play in school improvement and governance. All three of these papers provide examples of
schools that have strengthened their reform efforts by expanding their work beyond their school grounds.

e Blue Ribbon Panel Working Paper: School, Family and Community Partnerships
by Mavis Sanders. (Excerpts)

e Topical Synthesis #8—Community-Based Learning: A Foundation for Meaningful
Educational Reform by Thomas R. Owens and Changhua Wang, Northwest
Regional Educational Laboratory, Portland, Oregon, January 1966.

e “New Directions in Parent Involvement” by Norm Fruchter, Anne Galletta and J.
White, published in Equity and Choice, Spring 1993.

Resources

This section provides a list of specific technical assistance centers and other federally supported agencies
throughout the United States. The guide is organized into eleven sections, one for each type of provider.
A map depicting service areas for all regional agencies begins each section. By locating the service
provider that serves your area of the country and calling the phone numbers provided, your school can

. receive additional resources and guidance for your reform work.

We invite you to:
e contact any of the resources included in this section to learn more about
comprehensive school reform
seek out assistance from any one of several comprehensive school reform networks
e join networks and alliances actively engaged in comprehensive reform

For additional information available from the US Department of Education, you may
either call 1-800-USA-LEARN or access the Department’s homepage at
http://www.ed.gov.
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ON SCHOOL
IMPROVEMENT

A PrANNING GUIDE

for Educational Research and Development
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The first phase in a meaningful plan
involves laying the groundwork for all other phases
and setting the tone for subsequent activities.
Therefore, Step 1 is to prepare, Plan to Plan. This
step or phase includes four main components.

They are: '

1. Establish a school improvement leadership
team.

2. Review existing data and.develop an
understanding of the need for school
improvement.

3. Construct a preliminary program/school
profile based on current perceptions.

4. Build enthusiasm for moving forward in the
process.

ESTABLISH A LEADERSHIP TEAM

A leadership group should be formed that
will be committed to working through the detailed
process of improvement planning. The team
should consist of, but not be limited to,
representatives from the district and school
administration, regular and special programs
(including teachers, assistants, and specialists),
and parents. This team should be small -- at least
three, but not more than five or six. It should
bring together people who have different
backgrounds, skills, and knowledge and who can
work together toward a common goal.

UNDERSTAND THE GOALS OF SCHOOL
IMPROVEMENT

Think about something important you have
wanted to accomplish. What was a primary
requirement? If you wanted to make something or
get somewhere, you had to identify the goal or
outcomes of interest. If you wanted to learn a new
skill, such as playing tennis, the look and feel of a
quality serve or volley guided your practice.
Architects likewise need to develop a picture of how
a house should look or be “configured” to be energy-
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efficient. In the same way, it is essential to have a
clear picture of what a successful school will look
like, what the outcome will be and how school
improvement fits with this vision. To reach the
goal, consider essential resources and strategies
that will take you there. )

Planning and implementing a process of
improvement should be based on a thorough
understanding of state and district policies and
school reform efforts, as well as:legal requirements
of any state or federal-funded programs. A
familiarity with current research on successful
programs and on effective educational practices is
also essential. It is important to give some thought
to the general goals and intent of specific
programs, such as Title I, bilingual or ESL, special
education, or other. You should certainly give
consideration to your own ideals and your vision of
what you would like to accomplish for children in
your school. It helps to keep those lofty ideas in
mind.

It is also important to emphasize at this
point the important goal of school improvement: to
improve learning opportunities for children. With
that goal kept firmly in mind, it is critical to think
about the heart of the matter, the essentials. In
this case, the essential aspect is instruction — the
teaching-learning process. If a plan for improving
a program or school is not based on a careful
review of the instructional strategies being used, it
is unlikely that desired outcomes will be the result.
Extensive efforts to explore current information on
effective instructional strategies in reading,
writing, math, and other content areas are the key
to success.

This is not to say that you should not include
strategies in your plan for improving parent
involvement, leadership, coordination, monitoring,
and so forth. These aspects also contribute in
significant ways to a strong program and to
children’s learning. However, if these factors are
considered with no thought given to the
instructional program, it is less likely that the
desired improvement in learning will occur.
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BUILD A PRELIMINARY PROFILE

A profile is a portrait of the school. It
describes its key characteristics. It summarizes
the initial perceptions of leadership team members
as they respond to questions about the structure,
content, and climate of the school and the
programs within that school. The purpose of
building a preliminary profile is to gauge current
perceptions of team members and others in the
school community. This should be an informal
process and will indicate how well participants
understand or perceive the current situation in the
school.

WHAT ARE THE AREAS TO BE ASSESSED?

The first area to examine is the structure of
the school and its programs. This area, including
design, support and administration, requires an
assessment of the goals and objectives of the school
programs; coordination of programs; leadership —
both instructional and administrative; mechanisms
for recognizing excellence; opportunities for
professional development and training; and school
and program climate. In addition, serious thought
should be given to service delivery models used in
the various programs of the school. For example,
are special services provided through pull-out
models? Has thought been given to ways to extend
time for instruction using before and after-school
models or others? It is important to center some
discussion on alternative models and options for
operating the school’s programs other than in the
ways you “always have”.

Curriculum and Instruction

A second critical area is the instructional
program and the curriculum on which it is based.
Assessment in this area focuses on the suitability
and effectiveness of instructional materials,
methods and approaches. This should involve an

Areas to be Assessed

e Program design, support and
administration

e Curriculum and instruction
e Assessment and evaluation

e Qut-of-school environment

Assess:
Know the Situation

The goal of this type of
inquiry should be a profile of
the school with a review of its
strengths and weaknesses in
meeting the needs of the
students it serves.
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examination or exploration of current research and
thinking on effective practices for teaching,
especially in the areas of reading, writing, and
math. Some thought should be given to the degree
of coherence in the school or grade-level philosophy
that governs daily instruction. This examination
should also include a consideration of classroom
management strategies, including expectations for
student achievement and coordination among
programs. Topics such as staff development and
use of academic learning time should be reviewed.
A third focal area is the monitoring and
evaluation system. An appraisal of this area
involves asking questions such as: Is student
progress closely monitored? Are feedback and
positive reinforcements provided to students,
parents, and staff? In what ways are evaluation
results used to effect improvements in the school’s
programs? Do assessment results for certain
students or groups of students imply particular
success or needs? Are the instruments that are
used to measure student success closely tied to the
curriculum and to classroom instruction? Have
multiple assessment measures been identified and
integrated in a comprehensive assessment system?
These and other similar questions will allow you to
-move beyond compliance and focus on the use of
assessment and evaluation data to design a school
program that better serves children’s needs.

DEFINE A VISION

Any effective plan must begin with a vision,
an image of what the outcome of the plan will be.
A mission statement defines this vision and guides
the planning process. Therefore, the first step in
the planning stage is to build a mission statement.
This can be tricky, but is important. Often, an
effective mission statement will be in the following

13

Assessment Methods
and Tools

Achievement Data
Self-assessments
Observations
Interviews

Curriculum Review

Plan:

Define a Vision and
Develop Strategies

...Establish high
expectations.
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format:
Our mission is to ..... to be achieved by .....
which will resultin .....

The statement describes the mission, how it
will be achieved, and what the intended outcomes
are. A mission statement should, as educators well
know, have a visionary tone; it should really
address the lofty purposes of education. (There is
the risk, of course, of becoming:trite, using
hackneyed expressions, or of being just plain corny,
but in the final analysis, it is better to have
thought in these terms than not. It is better to
determine if you, indeed, have a vision of what you
want to accomplish for children, or if you just
haven’t thought about it).

SET GOALS

Goals guide improvement planning and
serve as an ultimate standard for evaluating the
effectiveness of the improvement effort. As with
the vision, it is important to be clear. Several
characteristics contribute to effective goal setting.
Improvement goals should:

e be relatively few in number in order to build the
potential for early success;

e focus on specific aspects of the school and its
programs;

e build on identified strengths while improving
areas in need of improvement;

e be written in terms of student achievement
outcomes;

¢ include specific (multiple) measures or
indicators of achievement outcomes;
include a timeline for achieving the goals; and
include ways for determining if specific goals
were met

While goals need to be realistic, it is
important to be bold. Worrying about constraints
at the goal-setting stage will limit what you are

14
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able to accomplish.

IDENTIFY ACTUAL/POTENTIAL BARRIERS

Once goals are set, actual and potential
barriers need to be identified in order to
incorporate into the plan steps for overcoming
them. There may exist district-level constraints,
such as budget allowances or policy. The school
may also present hurdles, such as a staff seemingly
unwilling to change. Other barriers may stem
from the community, such as lack of resources.
However, while these constraints are real, in no
way does this imply that they cannot be addressed
in a creative and effective manner.

One important barrier to avoid is the one
that involves placing blame. Examples include
blaming students’ families or limited experiences,
finding fault with administrators or past decisions,
attributing difficulties to staffing changes,
lamenting the lack of resources, and on and on. If
the tendency is to place the blame on student
“differences” in native language or culture, it is
important to alter the perception of these
differences to see them as strengths on which to
build. If the tendency is to assign blame in other
ways, it is important to shift that energy back to a
consideration of the opportunity that is being
presented to make constructive changes in the
school program — always in the best interest of
children. The goal is to find keystones on which to
build and use in determining how to move from the
vision to action plans. Steps to overcoming
barriers should be part of the plan and need to be
specified.

SPECIFY STRATEGIES AND STEPS OF PLAN

Vision defined, goals set, resources and
barriers identified — it is now time to specify
strategies and actual steps of the improvement
plan. A strategy describes a general method which
will involve multiple means or activities to respond

15

Steps to Developing
a Plan

Deﬁn[ Vision

Set Goals

!

IdentifI Barriers

Specify Strategies
Specific Tasks
Necessary Resources
Timeline
Monitoring Ind Evaluation

Review and Refine
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to identified need(s) and corresponding
improvement goals. Strategies may focus on:

Developing staff capabilities;
Implementing alternative instructional delivery
models; .
Improving instructional approaches;
Coordinating the scope and sequence of the
curriculum;
e Coordinating the core curriculum with special
instruction;
Promoting a positive school climate;
Providing appropriate support services;
Fostering parent involvement; or
Enbancing leadership.

Give staff and others involved — directly or
indirectly — the opportunity to provide feedback.
. As in planning, showing individuals that their
opinions and efforts are valued will make the
difference between successful implementation and
a plan that seems to have gone nowhere. In
addition, the leadership team may not always be
the ones directly involved in implementing the
plan, and therefore, feedback from others will be
invaluable in monitoring how the plan is working.

It may help you to consider the following
highlights from research on successful
implementation:

e Leadership is provided.

e Improvement efforts meet local needs and fit
local conditions.

¢ Those asked to alter practice are in some way
involved in all phases of design/planning.

¢ Improvement results in visible outcomes, often
in the short run.

e Support is evidenced by school and district
administrators.

e Professional development is provided as needed
to strengthen use of effective practices (methods
may include demonstration lessons, joint
instructional planning, visits to successful
programs, attending conferences, and so on).

13



e Improvement effort is explicitly managed and
monitored.

Local resources are allocated for improvement.
Ongoing assistance is provided.

Incentives are provided.

Positive administrative-staff relations exist.

STRUCTURE THE ENVIRONMENT FOR
CHANGE AND GENERATE SUPPORT

Schools committed to continuously
improving their processes and comprehensively
implementing the school vision would do well to
adopt implementation support strategies at the
teacher level. These support strategies might
include any kind of peer collaboration such as peer
coaching — the pairing of teachers to work together
to establish plans, to observe each other
implementing specific elements, and to provide
feedback to each other. They might also include
collaborative teacher research — establishing
hypotheses and studying the impact of the specific
implementation efforts. Or it might mean working
with staff-developed performance measures for
accountability and direction in implementation
that indicate where the whole staff and individual
teachers are in the implementation process.
Failure to build in support strategies is one of the
most common reasons plans are not fully
implemented (Bernhardt, 1994).

MONITOR AND PROVIDE OPPORTUNITY FOR
FEEDBACK

Remember that the implementation of an
improvement plan is not an all-or-nothing process.
Implement what you can when you can. Gather
data as you go along, and review, reassess, revise,
or recycle as you gain new insights.

Select areas of the school improvement

plan to monitor and evaluate at various
times. Components of your plan may focus on

17
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program design, curriculum and instruction,
coordination, parent involvement, staff
development, or assessment. In each of these
areas, there may be one or more activities designed
to promote improvement. Make decisions about
which aspects to review and when. These decisions
should follow from a consideration of which aspects
are most important and most in need of
monitoring. For example, if a goal of the
improvement plan is to improve instruction in
reading and the strategy for this goal was to
provide inservice to teachers, then monitoring
could take place at different points in time:

e Before inservice: Is the assistance that will
be offered to teachers going to be useful? Are
teachers aware of the training, and how do they
feel about it? Is there lack of support for this
idea? If so, does this mean abandoning it or
working on staff motivation first?

e During the time of inservice: Were teachers
provided with adequate training and
information? Will they be able to use this
information and translate it into classroom
practice, or is a follow-up session necessary?

¢ Some time after the inservice: Is there
evidence of improved instructional strategies?
How is that determined? If there is little
change, what are the next steps?

Determine what questions you want
answered. Asking the right questions allows you
to gather information about almost anything you
want to know about the project. How do students
feel about new instructional approaches? Do
teachers and assistants feel that inservice training
has been useful? Are students reading more
books? Have math problem-solving skills
improved? The most useful questions are ones that
are clearly stated, specific, and relevant to those
who make decisions. If they are too vague or
general, they will be difficult to answer, and the
results may be useless. In clarifying the questions,
it is also a good idea to anticipate possible
outcomes. The answer to a question is useless if

Steps in Monitoring Plan

e Select areas of the
improvement plan to
monitor and evaluate.

¢ Determine what
questions you want
answered.

¢ Identify how and what
information you will
collect.

e Think about how you will
use the information.

18
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there is nothing you can do about it.

Identify how and what information you will
collect to answer your questions. This step takes a
lot of thought and planning. You do not want to
end up with stacks of useless information and your
evaluation questions unanswered. You must also
be sure that your sample of information is not so
small or restricted that you make judgements or
decisions that are based on information that is too
limited. For example, if you want to know if the 12
instructional assistants in your program are
applying information they gained from a training
program, it is not enough to have feedback from
three of them. In other words, one needs a
representative sample that is large enough to
provide reliable information.

Review informal sources and check with
your local Comprehensive Assistance Center for
help in finding, reviewing, and selecting methods
and instruments for collecting appropriate
information to answer the questions you have
defined. Some suggestions are provided below:

e Ask staff. Use oral or written surveys or
informal discussions.

e Examine materials. If new resources, programs,
or materials have been purchased, review them
as a team to assess their quality and whether or
not they appear to be adequate for the strategy
you defined in your plan. For example, if you
indicated that there needed to be a greater
emphasis on advanced skills in the
instructional program, and someone else had
the responsibility of selecting and purchasing
materials, you may determine they are not
really satisfactory for accomplishing the goal.

e Observe teachers/students. If practices like
clearer instruction, smoother transitions
between instructional activities, and greater use
of positive recognition are in your plan, then
you may need to do periodic observations of the
practices in action to see if progress is being
made.

e Ask students. If practices have a direct and

19
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visible effect on students, ask them if they think
practices are changing and how well they are
working. Check their attitudes about the
instruction they receive. Ask them for
suggestions for improvement.

e Review various types of data about children’s
learning. Do not wait for the results of the
annual required evaluation to determine if the
program improvement plan has had the desired
positive effect on student achievement.

e Use multiple techniques. Focus monitoring
efforts on the most important or pivotal
strategies.

Think about how you will use the
information that you collect. Evaluation data
needs to be summarized and reduced into a concise
and usable format without sacrificing important
detail. Sources of data may include surveys or
questionnaires, observations, existing records,
interviews, or student performance assessments.
Often the information needs to be presented to
others who may not have been involved in the
collection process or who need to participate in the
decision-making process. The important aspect is
to generate recommendations or make decisions
about the program, and these should be grounded
in a careful review of the information.

Monitoring and formative data can be
critical to program success. They are important for
keeping informed of progress by answering the
question, “How are we doing in regard to our
program improvement plan?” In other words, “Are
we doing all that we said we would do, as we said
we would do it, when we said we would do it?” This
type of data should also help in determining the
need for refining program plans or for identifying
barriers that hinder the full implementation and
success of the school improvement plan. In
addition, the information can play a direct role in
further planning. Making thoughtful decisions
based on data is critical to increasing the
effectiveness of any school program.

20

Are we doing all that we
said we would do, as we
said we would do it, when
we said we would do it?
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Selected Readings About
Student Learning

a) Blue Ribbon Panel Working Paper: Theories of Learning and Teaching: What
Do They Mean for Educators? by Suzanne Wilson and Penelope Peterson.
(EXCERPTS)

b) Blue Ribbon Panel Working Paper: Leadership and Organizational Vitality,
by Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal. (EXCERPTS)

¢) “Data Driven School Improvement” by James Johnson, ERIC Digest, Number
109, January 1997.
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Theories of Learning
and Teaching:
What Do They Mean for

| Educators?
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The following is excerpted from OERI's Working Paper on “Theories of Learning and Teaching:
What Do They Mean for Educators” by Suzanne M. Wilson and Penelope L. Peterson (September
1997). The complete 30-page paper is available from the U.S. Department of Education Blue
Ribbon Schools Program. Working papers were commissioned to promote the exchange of ideas
among researchers and practitioners.

Introduction

Education has always been awash with new ideas about how and what to teach. Teachers and
administrators are regularly bombarded with suggestions for reform: new curricula, new
teaching strategies, new forms of assessment. Integral to making ... decisions (about what to
change) is a solid understanding of the foundational beliefs and theories that should drive
teaching, ideas about how students learn, what they should learn, and how teachers need to
think and act to enable student learning. A handful of significant ideas underlie most of the
current reforms. In this paper we set out to explore those notions. Our set includes four
ideas about learning: that learning is a process of construction, that learning is a social
phenomenon as well as an individual experience, that learning is situation- and context-
specific, and that learners come with differences that are seen as resources, not problems-to-
be-fixed. None of these ideas are new, but each plays a significant role in contemporary
educational thought.

Some Not-so-New Ideas about Learning, Learners, and What is to be Learned

Learning as a process of active construction. Perhaps the most critical shift in education in the
past 20 years has been a move away from a conception of learner-as-sponge toward an image
of learner-as-active-constructor of meaning. (Our earlier) ideas were grounded in a theory of
learning that focused on behavior. One behavior leads to another, learning theorists argued,
and so if teachers act in a certain way, students will act in a certain way. The mind was a
"black box" of little concern. But contemporary theorists have put mind back in the learning
equation. Referred to as "constructivism," these theories of learning are based on a growing
body of empirical and theoretical work that illustrates the powerful role of prior knowledge
and experience in learning new information.

This new emphasis on student construction of meaning necessarily has led to increased
attention on students' interpretations. When we acknowledge that students interpret -- and
don't automatically absorb -- the information and ideas they encounter in the world, the links
between learning and teaching become more complicated. Rather than seeing learning as a
natural result of teaching, leaming is seen as inherently "problematic," for teachers might
create opportunities for students to learn, but teachers cannot control students' interpretations.
Teachers become responsible for diagnosing students' interpretations and helping them alter,
edit, and enrich them.

Learning as a social phenomenon. A second significant shift has involved more attention to
learning's social aspects. Although there is much that one can learn alone, in solitude and
peaceful silence, conversation and debate - social occasions -- also play a-critical role in
learning. Think of the small child when first learning to identify dogs. Initially, everything
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with four legs may be pointed to as "dog": a neighborhood cat, a cow in a field passed while
on a drive through the countryside, the gerbil next door. The child learns to distinguish
between cat and dog, cow and dog, rodent and dog by making public her claims and having
parents gently amend her pronouncements. Likewise the mathematician hunches over her
work alone in an attic study for months, perhaps years, learning: reading books and others'
papers, playing with numbers, scratching out alternative solutions. When she thinks she has
got it right, she delivers a paper at a conference or submits an article for publication. And in
so doing, she puts her "knowledge" to a public test where is shaped, edited, sometimes
rejected by conversation, debate, and discourse. And while there is considerable debate
between theorists about the finer, mare subtle theoretical details, there are some shared
concerns and beliefs. First is the point that there are some things we learn best in the company
of others, for making one's knowledge public is an important stage in learning. Second, and
central, is the idea that knowing and learning is not located solely in an individual's mind.
Rather, knowledge and learning exist in the interactions between individuals and the contexts
in which they live. Third, it follows that it is in these public settings that standards lie: The
norms for testing the quality of a performance are determined by groups, not individuals. In
all areas of knowledge, groups of mathematicians and scientists, historians and writers
together determine -- through criticism, debate, proof, validation and the like -- their shared
standards.

Although social groups have always played an important role in an individual's learning,
schools have traditionally focused on the individual aspects of learning. Students have
worked quietly at their desks, writing papers, filling out worksheets, taking tests, reading
textbooks. Ideas have not been submitted to public debate. In part this is because teachers
must manage groups of children who are not there voluntarily. But recent developments have
asked teachers to incorporate more activities that take advantage of what we can learn in
social settings, including cooperative groups, classroom discussions, and student
performances. In so doing, teachers are asked to focus not only on individual students, but
also on the development of "communities of learners."

Learning as context-specific. For a long time, psychologists tried to develop a general and
generalizable theory of thinking that would work across all subject matters, all contexts, all
individuals. The pursuit of this general theory has been less-than-successful for several
reasons. First, it was assumed that the locus of thinking was in an individual's mind, instead of
in the interaction between the individual and the environment. Second, it was assumed that
thinking and learning were standard, generic processes. Any two people, the assumption was,
learn in exactly the same way. '

Frustrated in their search for a general theory, psychologists have explored other possibilities.
In so doing, they have concluded that learning and thinking are "situated," in other words, that
contexts matter. For example, cognitive anthropologists who have studied mathematics in
"real" life - the mathematics involved in being a warehouse worker, for example, or a delivery
person — have discovered that such workers have highly developed mathematical skills. Yet
these very same people do poorly on standardized tests. Theorists argue that the contexts in
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which we learn and work fundamentally shape what we do and know. This means that
knowledge and skill cannot be thought of as easily transferable from situation to situation.

Learner differences are a resource. Another significant shift has occurred in the value that we
place on individual and group differences. One of the self-evident truths of schooling is that
learners come with different experiences, capacities, understandings, and backgrounds. For a
long time, however, we spoke of differences as static abilities that determine how much or
how fast a learner can. Differences were considered to be deficits: If a child came to school
with a background different than someone else, teachers often talked about what he did not
know or had not done. But as our country continues its move toward a democratic,

" multicultural nation, we have